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Chapter One 


Author's Notes: 
This was suggested to me by Hector\'s Prompt Machine. Out of several imputed names, it chose Stewart 
Copeland and Robin Gibb, then said, \"Fire.\" To my surprise, my brain said, \"Pen, notebook, now.\" So.. why 


not? 


The pages caught fire with ease. Orange and red, yellow and wisps of blue snapped and weaved as the flame 
spread from one book to the other. A page corner detached itself, peeled off like a lettuce leaf, and fluttered 
into the air. It curled within a bright ball of fire till it twisted into grey and then black. The jack-knife winds of 
fall caught it and hurled it out toward the sky. 


Perfectly blue, that sky. Perfect blue, early evening sky. Torn in half where the fire's smoke sprung up like a 
tower. Stewart didn't see the blue of the sky as deep and perfect and deliciously Technicolor as Robin did. The 
flames, he supposed, were brighter for Stewart. Ah well. Blue lenses were only good for enhancing certain 


things. He'd take the sky over the flames. 


A spine cracked under a red tongue. 


| haven't done this in years," Robin said. It was an accusation. Stewart understood it as such. 
| only asked for a match. | didn't say you could toss it into the pile." 


"You did, actually." Robin shrugged aside Stewart's arched eyebrows. "You just stood there. You never took the 
match. | figured you wanted me to toss it as well” Two blackened pages took flight and collided. "Why?" 


"| dunno." 

"Affair go up in flames?" 

"Fuck you." 

"Ah." Then, "You need a permit for this sort of thing.” 


Stewart pulled a small, hardcover book from a messenger bag by his hip. He flipped a few pages, removed an 
old, creased bookmark. He slid the bookmark into his pocket and tossed the book into the pile. It set off a 
fantastic shock of sparks, ashes, and new, hungry flames. They opened like a mouth and took in the new meal, 


the cover warped beyond recognition within seconds. 
"Bums do this all the time," Stewart said. "Right? Bums do this in the movies." 


"They get a bin for it, though. Not sure historical cobblestones are the way to go." Robin stomped out a flame 
headed for a dry patch of weeds. "You get points for isolation | didn't think anybody came by this old bridge 


anymore." 


"He lives." Stewart's hand rose, as if to point, but it fell almost as soon as it had moved, so that Stewart's 
side seemed to spasm. He gave an odd sort of shiver, like shaking off a ghost, then cleared his throat. "I was 


visiting a friend." 
"Ah." 


"And." Stewart pulled out the creased bookmark. Broomsfield Books, since 1182. He tapped the edge against his 
knee. "He gave me all these books. Had a whole box of ‘em. Right? ‘Here, read something worthwhile. What have 
you been reading? Like it's summer and I'm his student. That's what fucked it up, see. He always thought- 
Always saw himself as-" His hands rose, fingers curled in the search for the right words. "He was a 
goddamned teacher. A goddamned professor. ‘Read these: Well" Stewart's face contorted, canine showing as his 
lip curled and threw askew his already crooked glasses. "There you go, then, you motherfucking bastard!" 


Robin pulled off his blue tinted shades. 


| used to light up billboard signs in Manchester. They tossed me out of England for it” 


Stewart's frown crowded up against a stare. With his crooked glasses and greying hair standing every which 
way, he almost looked insane. Robin pulled his lips back into a grin. 


"Oh yeah. It's true. Sent me off to Australia" He tossed a glance at the fire. He pushed his shades back up his 
nose, as if the fire's light were too much for his eyes. "Too bloody hot, Australia. | was just a kid" He rocked 

on his heels. "Don't think | had too much of a reason for burning down those billboards. This.." He gestured at 
the pile of smouldering spines and twisted pages. "Is this your professor?" 


Stewart folded the bookmark into a crude accordion. He pocketed it. He kept his fingertips over it as he looked 
at the ruined mass of books. Robin stretched out one foot and stirred up the pile. No sparks were left. A few 
pages smudged into black dust against the bridge's cobblestones. 


"Was it you, then?" Robin said. He yawned, 


The bookmark was warm against Stewart's fingertips. The books had been in his possession for the two hours 
it had taken him to walk away from Sting's house. Ride a bus. Walk a bit more. Come upon the bridge. He tipped 
the books onto the cobbled expanse and tossed the empty box into the marshes that bordered the river. The 
man with the blue shades had wandered up not long after. He had supplied a name ("Robin," as if he wondered 


why anyone would ever call him that) but had neglected to shake Stewart's hand. 

"Have you got a match?" 

Just like that. And now Sting's books were a pile of nothing. 

The bookmark was Stewart's. It had marked chapter IO in a hardcover biography he had picked up at the 
airport. Some maudlin account of Sting's life. It seemed a funny thing to buy, at the airport. He pulled the old 
bookmark from its customary side pocket in his messenger bag, nestled right next to a tube of ChapStick and 
a pair of drumsticks, and slipped it into the book and began to read. It was funny, at the airport. 

"Have you read anything?" No answer was ever good enough for Sting, so he didn't even mention the cheap 
hardcover in his messenger bag. "| have a few good books you might enjoy. They're right over there. Tell me 
what you think" 

"They were a rollicking read, Stingo. Some real scorchers, | gotta tell ya 


Robin studied his face for a while. 


"Do you need another match?" He pulled out his book of matches. The Bukhara Indian Bistro. "I only really keep 


these for the covers now." 


Stewart shook his head. He kicked at the ashes. 


"We're done, man" 


The wind caught a few charred fragments and pushed them down and off the bridge. Stewart watched a 


triangular bit of cover catch on a crack, then turned to go. 

He was only a few paces away when he saw the man with the blue shades pull off his coat. He held it up by 
the lapels with one arm. The other held a match already lit, its flame threatening to sputter out in the breeze. 
The lower edge of the coat caught fire. Robin held it up, flames clambering up the thick fabric. He stood 
leaning out over the bridge, orange flames reflected off blue ovals. Then he released the coat. 

It dropped like a red stone into the water, where it hissed away into thick grey smoke. 


Robin's voice rang out after Stewart. 


‘I'm blaming you for that! | haven't done this in years! | forgot how good it feels!" He laughed. "Burn, burn, 
burn! Its your fault if | burn something down tonight!" 


Stewart lowered his chin into the upturned lapels of his jacket. His own breath caressed his cheeks. "Burn," he 


murmured. "Burn, burn, burn.. You self-righteous bastard" 
Even if he had also given Stewart his bookmark. 


Years ago. 
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